Abstract: Politicians, media, and the public lise the term more cars than can make it to the other side attempt to "gridlock" to refer to the crush of competil1g interests ill the policy process. Gridlock, however, is not a phenomenon that call be objec-clear the intersection. As a result, cars remain in the tively idelltified or addressed. Rather, it is a catch-phrase lIsed by intersection, blocking the cross traffic, and gridlock ocpartisalls and pundits. Using other theories of political conflict and a case study of the Family and Medical Leave Act of 1992, this ar-curs. In policy terms, two or more sets of political actiele shows thllt political discourse 'Would be better served if gridlock was not used as all allalogy for perceived legislative troubles.
Introduction
Gridlock is the epithet on the tongues of disgruntled voters who want their lawmakers to make laws. Politicians, journalists, and plU1dits often create the impression that government impedes progress. Some forceor set of forces -is at work on Capitol Hill that prevents common-sense legislation from becoming law. Positions can become so entrenched that government literally shuts down. Without news to report on legislative action, journalists who need stories and politicians who need to point fingers have created a fiction known as gridlock. Books have been written on the subject and university students have written papers on the phenomena. But is it useful? Is gridlock an idea that casts light on the problem of legislative inaction and shows a way forward, or is it a clever phrase good only for demagogues who mischaracterize the nuances of the legislative process for personal political gain? This article seeks to go beyond the jingoism of the term in order to identify more useful explanations of the phenomena it has been used to describe.
Gridlock -Definitions and History
At an intersection of two roads, too many vehicles wait to cross at a red light. Once the signal turns green, a few During that summer, howevel~ arguments raged on Capitol Hill over economic policy. The Federal Reserve Board and the Congress were at cross purposes, with the Fed acting against inflation by raising interest rates and the Congress fighting economic stagnation by pumping money into the economy. These contradictory actions were labeled" economic gridlock" in a New York Times editorial (1982) .
Shortly after its political introduction, the term gridlock took on new life. Senate business was at a standstill as Republicans pursued four votes to break a filibuster over a school prayer bill. Unwilling to let the bill die, leadership repeatedly filed cloture petitions, plain, "how many times do we have to vote on this?
What advantage is there to being on record 10 times instead of nine?" (Peterson, 1982) .
The unwillingness of one party to yield on the issue prevented other issues from being placed on the legislative calendar. In the words of Senate Majority Leader Howard Baker (R-Tennessee), Congress had created "legislative gridlock" (Roberts, 1982) . Consider the metaphor of the intersection where Democrats are already blocking the intersection or policy space with the filibuster. Republicans could wait for the intersection to clear by accepting defeat and acknowledging that the Democratic agenda of rigorous separation between church and state had prevailed. If they waited at the intersection, the field would be clear for a new agenda.
Instead, however, the Senators moved in and forced vote after vote.
Baker's concept of gridlock could have developed into a valid theory of legislative behavior. Unfortunately, the rest of the decade witnessed a slow drift, on Capitol Hill and in the popular press, to another, more diluted vernacular. The press and the Clinton Administration tended to portray gridlock as the frustration or defeat of popular bills, usually as a result of divided government. 
Critique of the Theory of Gridlock
Theories can help clarify and distill actions taken by political actors. The problem with the concept of gridlock is that it does the opposite: it obscures factors behind legislative inaction. For example, gridlock cannot help explain how a decision to hold a floor vote, though it may be certain to fail, could be prompted by a desire to raise public consciousness on an issue. It tells us only that the public should be angry that Congress did not get something done and that the electorate should oust incumbents from office for not getting it right the first time.
One of the most powerful critiques against any theory of gridlock is the lack of a coherent and commonly accepted definition of the term. Nearly all the perceived ills of government have been labeled as gridlock at one time or another. For example, "where financial interests are at stake, the gridlock is not caused by a clash between a Democratic Congress and a Republican administration. Rather, Congress itself is logjammed owing to a distortion of loyalties by campaign contributions" (Karpinsky, 1992, 18) . In another example, Jonathan Rauch argues that so many competing interest groups have access to lawmakers that majorities are almost impossible to obtain (1994).
Thus, it is not that politicians are beholden to special interests. Instead, it is that there are too many interests all together. In yet another example, many pundits argue that gridlock is simply caused by intractable party divisions (Blitzer, 1999 
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POLICY PERSPECTIVES
If This Isn't Gridlock, Nothing Is
The Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA) is a brief, straightforward law. The basic provision allows employees to take up to 12 weeks of unpaid leave to care for a new child or sick family member or for personal illness.
Health care benefits continue during the leave and the employee cannot be fired for using the benefit.
The text is simple, but the story behind its adoption is not. The campaign to win passage of the FMLA was a nine-year saga of legislative battles featuring two presidential vetoes. When supporters of the bill finally prevailed, FMLA became the first law signed by President Clinton. At that time, Congress watchers declared, " . .. the wait is over for the Family and Medical Leave Act.
The new law ... marks an end to a decade of government gridlock on a major social issue" (Outlook, 1993) . The public was angry and perceived the government to be gridlocked over FMLA. But its opinion did not change after passage of the bill. Many theories exist that more thoroughly explain these phenomena than the label of gridlock. By tracing the path of the FMLA, a veritable poster-child for the term (Opinion, 1993) , from idea to law, these alternative theories can be explored. For each "stumbling point" where one might be tempted to declare gridlock exists, a better theory applies. If it can be shown that gridlock does not apply to FMLA, it could be said that gridlock does not exist as a valid and testable political theory-indeed, gridlock is just a buzzword. A theory should either explain a phenomenon or predict future behavior. This case study argues that the theoretical term gridlock, as such, does neither.
The long and winding road of FMLA -Early Years
Just as it may take, as John F. Kennedy once said, more than one generation to change the way people think, often it takes more than one congress to pass a meaningful bill. Members may have to offer ideas that are ignored and then campaign on them as issues. Members may return and offer those issues as bills repeatedly until the measures are considered. Then the Members have to push the bills "to the brink again and again until they get over" (Elving,1995,183) . From the Wilson perspective discussed above, she labeled the bill an onerous federal mandate in an era where free markets should prevail.
Ideology played a powerful role in the promotion, evolution, and "stalling" of the Family and Medical Leave Act. Both sides of the debate were driven by core principles and values. Ideologically, business has been uncomfortable with taking responsibility for the families of workers and has generally opposed the concept, if not always the reality of government intervention (Kaitin, 1994) .
In addition to emphasizing the costs, especially to small business, Roukema sought to portray the benefits as extending only to the upper class. Who else could afford to take 18 weeks but families with two incomes?
In an attempt to make the amended bill unattractive even to its supporters, Roukema offered a number of amendments cutting time and exempting all but the largest employers.
Her attempts to change the bill were ultimately unsuccessful but many compromises were necessary to build enough support for passage through Committee, As a first-time bill, reported late in the session, fam-·! ily leave was well back in the queue of pending legislation. The leadership knew that active resistance to H.R. 4300 had only increased after the mark-up. Members were hearing from small-business people in their districts,lobbyists in Washington, and other Members who opposed mandated family leave (Elving, 1995) . ous decision points through which legislation must pass in order to become law. As a result, congressional decision-making presents many opportunities for members to defeat bills they oppose. (Oleszek, 1996, 23) Some scholars point to the numerous opportunities to defeat a bill as one cause of gridlock. If all available access points find users, then the system grinds to a halt and nothing is passed. Jonathan Rauch popularized this argument, called hypel'pluralism (1994) . His theory is countered, however, by quantitative studies shOWing that while the number of bills introduced has decreased, average length of legislation has increased, offsetting the decline in volume (Davidson, 1996) .
In addition, Congress has entered a new phase of lawmaking centered on maintaining a balanced budget. An environment of zero sum (or less than zero sum) budget restrictions has a self-limiting effect on the passage of legislation because no realistic way exists to pass many measures without violating spending agreements. The meta-environment of Congress is such that rules and procedures create many points for the defeat of a proposal; at the same time, Congress is less inclined to consider more proposals. The manifestation of these phenomena could be called gridlock, but the other theories described above are more robust and precise.
The Bush Administration
The 101st (Elving, 1995) .
The veto promised by Sununu was delivered, and its wording seemed scripted from the opposition coalition's fact sheets:
In vetoing this legislation with its rigid, federally imposed requirements, I want to emphasize my belief that time off for a child's birth or for family illness is an important benefit for employers to offer employees. I strongly object, however, to the Federal Government mandating leave policies for America's employers and work force. (Bush, 1990 (Bush, , 1030 Gridlock? It may be a question of perspective. From the perspective of large employers, this veto meant that the system was working as it should. Proponents of family leave, however, were beginning to feel that the legis- The House substituted Senate language and held its vote the next day-247 to 1S2-slightly less than the vote in the 102nd Congress, but that year's election had shown a net gain of seats for Republicans. There was a brief moment when Republican leaders threatened to attach a "poison pill" amendment that would ban gays in the military but they never followed through on the threat. On February 5th, 1993, President Clinton signed FMLA, Public Law 103-3.
Three weeks had passed from bill to public law and there was no gridlock in sight. Believers in the theory might be tempted to point to quick passage once government was united under Democratic rule. However, theories far more precise and powerful than gridlock provide a better explanation.
Conclusion -Leave gridlock to the demagogues
An examination of conceptual flaws in the theory of gridlock and its lack of traction on what should have been an easy application to the Family and Medical Leave Act suggest that gridlock is not viable as a political theory. Of course, bills get delayed and take years to pass before they become law. And, there is significant public anger directed at lawmakers who do not pass seemingly popular legislation. A panoply of theories, however, better serve to explain the frustration and delay in passing legislation.
Schattschneider and Wilson combine to show how advocates on both sides of a legislative proposal will attempt to cast and re-cast costs and benefits so they can build support for their positions and erode the opposition. As previously noted, President Kennedy advised that it takes many years to change minds and policy and we should expect slow progress. Muccuaroni agrees, noting that the American Protestant work ethic has always made policies affecting employers very difficult to pass. Further, a number of theories suggest that the Constitution itself was designed to promote deliberation over expediency.
Many other procedural issues can contribute to a perception of gridlock, including selection of champions, the meta-environment, the economy, and the latest polls.
There are many other perfectly valid theories for why legislative progress is too slow for its critics in the media and in the public. Each of them, alone or together, is better at telling the story of inaction than the word gridlock. Besides not being able to answer questions of why progress does not occur, where the problem lies, or even how to fix it, gridlock can lead to frustration as a theory because it creates no understanding of legislative processes.
Rather than treating gridlock as a tangible and useful idea in the political lexicon, public discourse would be better served by an attempt to understand why the policy process seems to bog down and how to move bills forward. Gridlock tells us nothing of value, it opens no doors, and creates no understanding. In the final analysis, the term itself is part of the problem. There is an old adage that people should not inquire too much about the makings of either sausage or laws. But just as Upton Sinclair proved we should care very much about what goes into our food, the complexities of policy formulation are also important and should be described by more than one empty term.
